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Indian art 
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isa “white art.” Indians living in Canada, was not something set aside for a few. harmony with the earth and which sees 
from the Queen Charlotte Islands to the Masks were created as part of rituals; art as the epitome of individual expression. 
shores of Nova Scotia, developed different totems were carved to celebrate a clan’s The traditional lifestyles of Canada’s 
cultures which reflected their physical affiliations; shields were decorated to Indians are disappearing, as the environ- 
environments. Their relationships with enhance a hunter's prowess. The aesthetic © ments which nourished them change. But 
those environments were close; they achievement of a beautifully crafted from the original cultures have emerged a 
sought harmony with the item pleased both the user and cluster of artists who have bridged oppos- 


forces around them. 
Whether they lived a 
settled or anomadic 
lifestyle, Canada’s Indians : 
saw the universe asacompo- ,_ 
site of interdependent parts. A 
sense of wholeness was essen- 
tial if that harmony and balance 
were to be achieved. 
The art which was part of 


the spirit. ing mentalities. 
These are strange concepts to Each artist’s statement is personal, 
shaped by the cultural base. Recognized as 
distinctively Canadian,” artists who 
are Indians offer an interpretation of 
their own world view through 
modern artistic techniques. . .an 
interpretation which is also a 
» record of cultures that are rapidly 
changing. A 


Legend of Bald Hill #2 by Joe Jacobs en 


Canada 


Cultural backgrounds 


Contemporary Indian art first attracted 
an audience in the early 1960s. Over a 
short time span a number of young visual 
artists, largely unknown to each other, 
commanded attention with work that 
affirmed their cultural traditions. The 
artists came from various tribes and geo- 
graphic areas, but have been loosely 
grouped into three “‘schools’’: W/ood- 


lands, Plains and Northwest Coast. Within 


each school many styles (e.g., realism, 
abstractionism, expressionism) are prac- 
ticed in a dizzying array of media. 

Some Indians using contemporary 
modes defy categorization and fit into 
none of these schools. Carl Beam’s photo 
collages use Indian themes on paper and 
pottery. . .Alex Janvier makes philosophi- 
cal statements in symbolic abstractions. . . 
Cliff Maracle’s impressionistic canvases 
portray the urban Indian in oil and 
acrylics. . .while Leonard Paul uses water- 
colours in contemporary realism. 


Woodlands 


The people of Canada’s eastern and 
central woodlands were both farmers and 
hunters. Among the most important 
woodland groups were the Ojibway and 
Cree, whose social life was rich and 
varied, marked by a complex secret reli- 
gious society — the Midewiwin. Open to 
both men and women, its members were 
powerful healers who communicated 
with supernaturals and drew power from 
visions or dreams. Birchbark scrolls, kept 
as ritual records, provided a pictorial heri- 
tage unseen by non-Indians until Norval 
Morrisseau broke tribal taboo with his 
startling, legend-filled canvases. 

An Ojibway from Ontario’s Sand Point 
reserve, Morrisseau did not start to paint 
until he was 25. His impetus was tradition- 
al: he was instructed in a dream to paint. If 
initial opposition by elders to Morrisseau’s 
exposure of a sacred heritage was fierce, 
his enormous talent and sense of purpose 
was stronger. Morrisseau was the first of 
the group called legend-painters. Today 
his own name is legend to contemporary 
Canadian artists. 

From the same cultural background, an 
impressive number of young artists have 
developed their own styles and reputa- 
tions. Names like Jackson Beardy, Carl 
Ray, Daphne Odjig, Leo and Wayne Yerxa 
are already familiar in international art 
circles, serving as inspiration to many 
newer artists. 
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“As the spirit warrior falls he breaks into many pieces’ 


Plains 


Tne Plains Indian, replete with feather 
headdress and pony, is an image en- 
graved on celluloid. The reality was far 
more complex than the stereotype. 

A nomadic peoples, these loosely organ- 
ized bands of tribal groups were bison 
hunters. From animals came most of life’s 
necessities; in time, white traders provided 
afew more. Traditional painting abound- 
ed but, as might be expected in a travelling 
society, was found on practical items like 
tipi covers and buffalo robes. The paint- 
ings were both realistic (often recording 


by Francis Kagige 


highlights of the owner's life) and symbol- 
ic (abstract designs in geometric patterns). 
Images of spirit helpers were painted on 
drumheads, shields and ceremonial 
objects. Carved symbolic crests adorned 
weapons, endowing them with religious 
significance. Clothing was often highly 
decorated and a favourite item in inter- 
tribal trade. 

From this tradition has emerged a group 
of artists who are identified with realistic 
western images, though certainly not con- 
fined to any single genre. 


Among Canada’s well known contem- 
porary artists is Allen Sapp, a Cree from 
the Red Feather reserve in Saskatchewan 
and a member of the Royal Canadian 
Academy of Arts. These paintings, nostal- 
gic of his boyhood, provide a record of life 
on western reserves in the 1930s and 40s. 
Largely self-taught, Sapp works in acrylics 
which are straightforward in their realism 
but radiate his love and respect for the 
grandmother with whom he lived as a 
child. 

Also in a realistic tradition, though more 
stylized, is the work of Gerald Tailfeathers. 
If immortality lies in a postage stamp, he 
made it when one of his paintings ap- 
peared on an issue. Others, such as Ross 
Woods, Maxime Noel, Sarain Stump and 
Michael Lonechild carry on his tradition, 
enriching Canadian art. 


Northwest Coast 


Life for Canada’s Indians on the western 
coast was more abundant and secure than 
on the plains or in the woodlands. Coastal 
villages were bases from which many 
forms of sea life were harvested, provid- 
ing an assured source of food which could 
be supplemented by roots and berries. 

Although several distinct societies 
developed along the long coastline from 
Alaska to Washington, their lifestyles 
were similar enough to identify them as a 
cultural grouping. 

Clans were the basis of Northwest 
Coast social structures. Family groups lived 
in large, segmented houses, built of wood 
and facing the sea or river. The houses 
were named and often identified by crests, 
proclaiming the clan’s lineage and history. 
Totems placed before the houses of influ- 
ential clans elaborated the claims. Formal 
ceremonies (potlaches) crowned impor- 
tant social occasions — assumption of a 
new title, marriage, house naming or the 
raising of anew totem. The potlaches 
were sumptuous, with food, gifts and fes- 
tivities that lasted for days. 

The art objects produced by these 
groups are impressive by any standards. 
Carvings in red cedar and other woods 
ranged from food dishes adorned with 
family crests, through an astonishing 
variety of masks, to totems which towered 
over villages. Rattles, headdresses and 
staffs were carved with iconography rich 
in animal and human forms. Silver jewel- 
lery, used as adornment and portable 
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The Remains by Ross Woods 


wealth, was made with techniques 
learned from Russian traders in Alaska. . .a 
tradition carried on today, most notably 
by Bill Reid. 

A Haida jeweller, Reid’s silver and gold 
work has made him one of Canada’s lead- 
ing jewellery designers. Unlike most 
Indian artists, Reid grew up in a white 
milieu and discovered traditional Haida 
design through books and museums. 
Knowledgeable in tradition and highly 
skilled in his craft, Reid has attracted tal- 
ented Indian apprentices. 

One of his protégés, Robert Davidson, is 
already recognized as an Outstanding 
artist. A Haida from Old Masset on the 
Queen Charlotte Islands, Davidson works 
not only in gold, silver, argillite (a black 
stone found only on the Queen Charlotte 
Islands) and wood but excels in 
printmaking. 

Freda Diesing, George Clutesi, Norman 
Tait, Tony Hunt, Dempsey Bob. . .the 
names are known and admired by many. 
The resurgence of Northwest Coast art, 
with its highly sophisticated, stylized 
design, provides another dimension to 
Canadian art. A 


Bear frog and beaver 


by Robert Davidson 
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Departmental art collection 


What’s in the collection? 


INAC’s art collection of 1400 pieces can 
be divided roughly into two categories: 

62 percent fine art (paintings, drawings, 
sculptures, numbered prints) and the 
remainder decorative art (pottery, bas- 
ketry, weaving, beadwork, etc.). 

The fine art encompasses 250 sculptures 
and 600 original paintings, drawings and 
numbered prints. Included are the works 
of some of Canada’s best known living 
Indian artists: Beardy, Davidson, Hunt, 
Janvier, Joe Jacobs, Morrisseau, Odjig, 
Sapp, Arthur Shilling. . .and the works of 
others, like Benjamin Chee Chee, 

Carl Ray or Gerald Tailfeathers, 
who have died, leaving a 
limited heritage. 


Transformation mask 
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Exhibits from the departmental collec- 
tion are displayed on several floors of 
departmental headquarters in Ottawa, 
giving INAC employees and visitors an 
opportunity to become familiar with and 
to enjoy the work of native artists. 

The work of several northwest coast 
artists is a permanent design element in 
INAC’s lobby, while an attractive exhibit 
area (open to the public) is rotated with 
the Inuit art section and with Parks 
Canada. 

In the past two years, items from the col- 
lection have travelled across the country 
in a limited but enthusiastic program to 
share the beauty it contains. 


Regional representation is very uneven, 
a problem of which the department is 
aware. Regional juried shows (a jury is 
composed of three provincial and one 
national representatives from various art 
fields) will be held and purchases made 
according to their recommendations. 

A national juried show, was held last 
winter at departmental headquarters, 
Ottawa. The 44 pieces (17 paintings and 
27 sculptures) which have been purchased 
for the departmental collection were seen 

recently in Brantford, Ontario and 
will be at the Centre for Indian Art, 
Thunder Bay, Ontario from 
_ February 15 — April 10,1983. 


by Ken Mowat 
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Number of Indian artists whose work is held in departmental art collection 


Where is it? 


Perhaps the most extensive and impor- 
tant collection of Canadian Indian art rests 
right here at Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada (INAC) headquarters. For many 
years it has lived a shadowy existence 
from which it is just beginning to emerge. 
Not yet fully developed, this collection has 
enormous potential as a basis for promot- 
ing the aesthetic achievements of Can- 
ada’s Indians — achievements which have 
helped to create a distinct Canadian iden- 
tity in the realm of international art. 

The Indian art collection was begun 
about 1964, when a cultural affairs section 
was created in the Indian affairs branch of 
the department of Citizenship and Immi- 
gration. This group’s mandate was: 

« ., .to promote and facilitate the devel- 


Sask. Alta. Bue N.W,.T. 


opment of various forms of Indian cultur- 
al expressions in the Arts. . . [and to] 
assist in the organization of local exhi- 
bitions. » 

The acquisition of Indian art was implic- 
itly a part of implementing this policy over 
the following 15 years, even though no 
funds were ever clearly defined for that 
purpose. When money could be found, 
items were purchased. Used largely for 
office decoration, it was a highly eclectic 
collection, gathered without professional 
advice and stored wherever there was 
space. 

Exhibitions were mounted from time to 
time (the first, at Expo 67), but this, too, is 
an expensive pastime. To properly frame 
and crate art works so that they will sur- 


vive the rigours of travel has always been 
costly. Without an assured budget to 
work from, it was impossible to circulate 
the holdings widely. Although respected 
Indian artists Tom Hill, Robert Houle and 
David General made contributions to the 
development of the collection, there were 
many problems over the sixties and 
seventies. 

Not all of the difficulties were financial. 
Because purchases were made by many 
separate individuals who were not famil- 
iar with the general character of the col- 
lection, it is quite uneven. Some artists are 
over-represented, others who should be 
included are not there. Some items were 
bought to promote economic develop- 
ment ventures (e.g., Canadian Indian 
Marketing Services) and few were ap- 
praised with a critical and knowledgeable 
eye. Documentation was non-existent. For 
paintings and sculptures, the artist’s signa- 
ture may be documentation in itself, but 
other, unsigned items will never be prop- 
erly identified. 

And yet, while this may seem unbeliev- 
able some 20 years later, now that Indian 
art is established in international markets, 
itis not so difficult to understand why the 
art holdings in the department were not 
accorded a higher priority. 

The fact that INAC’s mandate was lim- 
ited to support for status Indians made the 
development of a departmental policy to 
support “‘Indian” artists (who were obvi- 
ously not all status Indians) somewhat 
problematical. In fact, INAC tried to ease 
this awkwardness by joint funding 
through Secretary of State for grants in- 
volving Métis and non-status Indians. 
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The mandate for support and promotion 
of the professional arts lay formally with 
the Secretary of State and affiliated agen- 
cies such as Canada Council, while the cul- 
tural program within INAC had only an 
ancillary role. The problem was that no 
one else in the federal government had 
moved to support the developing groups 
of Indian artists, who were left to market 
their efforts as best they could. 

And market them they did. Canadian 
Indian artists have proved themselves on 
their own, as individual contemporary 
talents who are also Indian. An important 
element in this story, however, is the fact 
that much of contemporary Canadian 
Indian art is identifiable as such and is seen 
not only as Indian but as distinctly Cana- 
dian. “‘Aside from Inuit Art, Indian Art 
stands. . .as the only other modern visual 
Art form which is so expressly Canadian 
and so thoroughly national,”’ says Jackson 
Beardy, senior arts advisor, Indian and 
Inuit affairs program. 

Despite its national identification, Indian 
art enjoys little federal recognition. Arts 
and cultural agencies have not usually per- 
ceived Indian art as more than ‘‘anthropo- 
logically’ interesting. The only major fed- 
eral collection outside INAC is held by the 
Museum of Man in Ottawa, whose man- 
date does not really cover a modern art 
collection. And a modern art collection is 
what Canadian Indian art is — these are 
not historical relics or ethnic artifacts. 
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The collection held at INAC headquart- 
ers, for all its shortcomings, is an exciting 
one. It spans 20 years of development in a 
relatively new art movement and includes 
early works from most of Canada’s now- 
established Indian artists. Some 200 artists 
from across Canada are represented in the 
collection, which was recently evaluated 
at more than $1 million. As art history, it is 
certainly important, though incomplete in 
regional representation and more recent 
pieces of major art. 

The collection is far better cared for 
now, but it is still not housed according to 
museum standards. Today, two-thirds of 
the department's collection is on display at 
headquarters, the responsibility of the pro- 
gram planning and policy co-ordination 
branch. Gone is the once casual custodian- 
ship. All pieces are painstakingly cata- 
logued and accounted for. While every- 
one is encouraged to enjoy the vibrant 
canvases hung on the walls of the six- 
teenth floor, security on that floor is de- 
signed around the displays. Visitors to the 
offices of senior executives can only be 
impressed by the fine art housed therein 
(again, security is a factor in deciding 
where items will be exhibited). Senior 
management conference rooms are subtle 
exercises in art education: Canadian 
Indian art fills the walls and commands 
attention. 

So much more could be done. The recent 
report of the Federal Cultural Policy 


Review Committee (Applebaum-Heébert) 
notes, 
“The Native peoples of this country. . . 
enjoyed for centuries a rich and varied 
cultural life formed by encounters with 
the physical environment, by migrations 
and by extensive exchanges among their 
different communities. Accordingly, fed- 
eral heritage policies should put anew 
emphasis on the preservation, develop- 
ment and exhibition of the products of 
our original cultures. . . .This Committee 
is convinced that Native artists must be 
recognized first and foremost as contem- 
porary Canadian artists, whatever their 
field, and that federal policy should give 
special priority to promoting both tradi- 
tional and contemporary creative work 
by artists of Indian and Inuit ancestry.” 
INAC’s contemporary Indian art collec- 
tion is a start and a good one at that. 
For further information on the depart- 
mental art collection, contact: 


Gilles Henry 

Administrator, Indian art 

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 
Les Terrasses de la Chaudiére 
Ottawa 


KIA OH4 (819-997-0535) A 


Who is Jackson Beardy? 


Contemporary artist . . . elected band 
councillor. . . university lecturer. . . 
dancer, poet, musician. . . 1982 recipient 
of ‘Outstanding Young Manitoban” 
award. . . frequent guest on TV talk 
shows. . . subject of CBC-TV documenta- 
ries and of many press articles on contem- 
porary native art... 

Jackson Beardy is an artist — a Cana- 
dian Cree Indian, whose paintings reflect 
and interpret the Cree life vision. He’s 
been formally presented to Queen Eliza- 
beth Il of England and has even made two 
Sesame Street appearances with his son 
Jason. Today (though he’s still in his thir- 
ties), his art hangs in the most prestigious 
galleries in Canada and is sought by inter- 
national collectors and galleries. 

It wasn't an easy jog to the top of the 
heap by any standards. Like most Indians 
of his generation, Jackson Beardy had to 
survive the residential school system, in 
which 12 years were devoted to trying to 
change him from Indian to white man. He 
finished high school in 1963, but the next 
dozen years were equally painful, as he 
sought a reaffirmation of himself as an 
Indian and arole as an artist within a 
meaningful cosmology. 

Jackson could scarcely avoid his destiny 
as an artist, even if neither white teacher 
nor Indian elder approved of such a 
future. Haunted by nightmares as a child, 
he found relief only in drawing his visions 
.. drawings that were hastily destroyed, 
whose only purpose was to gain respite 
from the recurring dreams. Not until a hos- 
pital stay exposed his efforts to medical 
staff and earned a totally unanticipated 
approval, did Jackson suspect that his 
paintings had value for others. 

In 1964, his first formal show was held 
in the basement of United College (later 
University of Winnipeg). It sold out in 24 
hours. 

The next few years were a struggle to 
identify the elements of his dreams. . .frag- 
ments of a cosmology imperfectly remem- 
bered from early teachings of his grand- 
mother. Jackson had to fight for recogni- 
tion on his own reserve of his claim to be 
“Indian” and for recognition of his art as a 
tangible recording of a culture on the 
verge of extinction. 

He has emerged not only intact, but 
very much a leader. 


P 


What is he doing in Ottawa? 


President of his own art gallery (Ningik 
Arts, Soon coming to Ottawa from Winni- 
peg) and deeply involved in the contem- 
porary art world, Jackson has been lured 
into the towers of Les Terrasses as senior 
arts advisor, with a definite mission: ‘‘Ini- 
tially what I hope to see is a positive direc- 
tion for the department in its relation with 
native art, because | find that of late Indian 
Affairs has a role of responsibility to the 
culture of Canadian aboriginal 
Indians... .” 


Rebirth 


As senior arts advisor to the departmen- 
tal Indian art section, Jackson Beardy 
brings the professional art expertise that 
the job demands. He is responsible for 
management of the department's Indian 
art collection and for co-ordination of in- 
house and external exhibitions. Under his 
direction, the collection has been fully 
catalogued and curatorial practices intro- 
duced at headquarters to improve the con- 
dition of all works. 

He is currently developing a compre- 
hensive Indian art policy, in consultation 
with senior management, to implement an 
internal and national Indian art program. 
Jackson believes firmly that INAC could be 
instrumental not only in promoting native 
Canadian artists, but in educating both the 
general public and other federal depart- 
ments. *’. . .| know for a fact that many 
federal agencies looking for a distinctive 
cultural motif will go to a store dealing in 
Inuit or Indian handicrafts. There’s much 
more to native art than that, but because 
the federal government hasn't gotten its 
act together, it’s mainly inaccessible. . . 
they should have the best of what's 
available.” 

Widening the audience for native art is 
what the game is all about, increasing 
awareness of Canada’s native artists and 
sharpening Canada’s image in the world 
at large. A 


by Jackson Beardy 
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Illustrations by Jackson Beardy 
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Far from extinct, 


_<#) the ubiquitous thunderbird 


J 
~——dd The contemporary art of Canada’s 


Within the mélange, however, are anum- 
ber of recurring design elements. 

Most widespread of these motifs is the 
thunderbird, whose image appears in mul- 
tiple forms across North America and 
south through the Aztec and Mayan 
cultures. 

A supernatural being, the thunderbird 
lived beyond the sight of men, flapping 
enormous wings among the clouds to 
cause thunder, flashing lightning through 
his eyes. 

The Micmacs called him Kaktoogwak 
and gave him a wife and family in tradi- 
tional tales. Cut in the rocks at Lake Kejim- 
koojik and the Medway River in the wood- 
lands of Nova Scotia, his involvement in 
their lives is recorded in petroglyphs. 

Across the Canadian shield, thunderbird 
images bear witness to their long history. 
In Devil's Bay on Ontario’s Aulneau penin- 
sula, ancient rock paintings depict the 
strength of this power. 

At the upper end of the French River, on 
rock overhangs near Lake Nipissing, the 
thunderbird stands vigil, as he does at so 
many sites in the eastern hinterland. 

Thunder was named Pinaysee by the 
Ojibway. The first father, he lived with 
other grandfathers in the sky and would 
object when he felt neglected by his 
grandchildren on earth. In anger, Pinaysee 
would shoot lightning arrows at the earth 
and whip the clouds until they cried tears 
upon the earth. In winter, like most grand- 
fathers, he seldom went out but stayed 
near the fires to keep warm. The reflection 
of those fires can be seen in the skies as 
northern lights. 

Athapascans tell of the great thunder- 
bird Adee, who lived alone before the 
earth was formed. Flying down from the 
skies, he touched the waters with his 
wingtips and the land rose from the bot- 
tom of the sea, to float on the waters. 

All up and down the northwest Pacific 
coast, tales of the thunderbird are woven 
into mythologies. Often called Skamson, 
the thunderer was:a man in the shape of a 
bird, keeper not only of lightning but also 
of medicine plants (because he controlled 
rain, essential to growth). He lived in the 
mountains and ate only whales. To catch 
them he covered the sky with clouds, 
behind which he flew to the sea and killed 
a whale with the lightning fish he carried 
around his waist. Canoe stems were often 
adorned with thunderbird images to help 
men find good fishing. 


Indians is a rich mélange of styles and 
media which reflects a range of cultures. 


The Nootka called him Tu-tutsh; the 
Kwakiutl, Tsoona. Tsoona was seen as a 
friend and protector of humans and was 
credited with teaching the Kwakiutl how 
to build the great wooden houses that 
protected their clans. 

Thunderbird’s image is still very much 
with us. Once again, thunderbird totem 
poles, house posts and mortuary poles are 
being carved and raised on the Northwest 
Coast, and beadwork of the Plains school 
features thunderbird forms. 

Thunderbirds vibrate on Norval Morris- 
seau Canvases and on painted beaver 
skins by Jackson Beardy. Tony Hunt's red 
cedar panel, commissioned by the Roman 
Catholic Church, depicts the dove as a 
thunderbird, descending on the apostles 
as acreative spirit. 

The thunderbird lives on! Look around 
you: thunderbird insurance agencies, 
motor inns, travel agencies, recording stu- 
dios, yacht sales. . .all use his name to 
evoke associations of power and protec- 
tion. His name graces automobiles noted 
for speed, while a US. air force aerial team 
called Thunderbirds rips through the skies 
in precision formations. No tame bird, 
this! A 


Example of a rock painting 


by Maura Giuliani, contributing writer, communi- 
cations branch 
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